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Assertiveness Not Aggressiveness Is 
The Key
By Margaret A. Prather 
and Paul A. Dierks, PhD.
An earlier article in The Woman 
CPA reported on a study of inter­
viewers recruiting Liberal Arts and 
Education majors at the University of 
Michigan “to determine the opinion 
of employers on how women were 
doing in employment interviews.” 
[Goodrich and Latack, 1976, p. 2] In 
that study, hereafter referred to as 
the Michigan study, the researchers 
wanted to know:
Are there any characteristics 
unique to women interviewees 
as a group? And are there any 
behavioral traits more common 
to women than men which are 
considered undersirable in an 
applicant and thus lower 
women applicants’ chances of 
being hired?
These concerns are also relevant 
for women majoring in accounting 
who are interviewing for positions 
with public accounting firms. Since 
little published information is avail­
able in this subject area, a study was 
undertaken among recruiters of Big 
Eight accounting firms in the Dallas, 
Texas area to determine what they 
observed in the interviews of women 
applicants in general, and if women 
behaved differently than men in 
these recruiting interviews.
The Michigan study was used as 
the basis for this,study, but a com­
bination questionnaire/structured in­
terview format was used instead of 
an open-ended questionnaire. The 
interview questions were open- 
ended to allow as much expression 
by the respondent as possible. Since 
many of the questions came from the 
Michigan study, some direct com­
parisons can be made with its 
results; however, questions that ap­
ply specifically to accounting were 
developed from other sources. 
Therefore, the following write-up of 
results will provide specific informa­
tion to female applicants for entry­
level accounting positions with CPA 
firms in addition to the general infor­
mation provided by the comparison 
of results with the Michigan study.
The first two interview questions 
explored career characteristics used 
by respondents in evaluating job ap­
plicants and asked a) whether men 
have traditionally shown greater 
strength in any of these charac­
teristics, and b) if women have 
shown any weaknesses in the same 
characteristics. Their purpose was 
to determine relative advantages or 
disadvantages facing women in their 
job search.
In general, the recruiters felt that 
women have been weak in ag- 
gressiveness/motivation/ambition 
and self-confidence. Some parallels 
can be found in the Michigan study 
results citing that “women lack ag­
gressiveness” and that women are 
“not good competitors.” However, 
respondents to our study felt this 
weakness stems from the socializa­
tion process and not to any inherent 
weakness in women. They felt these 
weaknesses stemmed from the fact 
that women have not been as heavily 
involved in situations where men 
have learned these behaviors. One 
recruiter suggested that aggressive­
ness and ambition are often learned 
by males participating in sporting 
activities and that women should 
therefore be encouraged to engage 
in competitive sports.
In order to determine how women 
perceive the requirements for suc­
cess in accounting, and further, to 
see if these perceptions are consist­
ent with what the firms are actually 
looking for, the recruiters were 
asked to identify those qualifications 
which women perceive as being 
necessary for success. A wide range 
of responses were received with in­
telligence, ambition, aggressive­
ness, assertiveness and self-confi­
dence all mentioned. In addition, 
several recruiters perceived women 
as feeling that they must be stronger 
than men and work harder in order to 
successfully compete. However, in 
direct contrast to the Michigan 
study, the recruiters felt that women 
realize they must be career-oriented 
and able to fit into the existing en­
vironment. A significant finding of 
the Michigan study was that “women 
think of first jobs rather than career 
paths and plan in terms of a few 
years rather than the long term.” All 
of the accounting recruiters thought 
that many women aspire to the same 
career goals as men. They believe 
most women map their future plans 
in a long term span, even though 
they may be planning a family at 
some point in the future. When com­
pared directly with men’s responses 
in this area, half the recruiters felt 
women were less career minded and 
less ambitious than men. Most rec­
ognized that in the past it was ex­
pected of men to devote their adult 
lives to work, whereas this expecta­
tion did not exist for women, and 
thus women used a shorter planning
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The recruiters felt that women 
have been weak in 
aggressiveness/motivation/ 
ambition and self-confidence.
horizon and did not aspire to the 
highest positions in the firm. 
However, the recruiters recognized 
that this is changing, feeling that 
women now make a definite career 
commitment, and family plans do not 
terminate that commitment.
Since relocation, travel, and over­
time are widely recognized aspects 
of public accounting, the recruiters 
were asked how women responded 
to questions about these factors, and 
if any differences occur in the 
responses between married women 
and single women. The purpose was 
not so much to determine whether 
travel and overtime were acceptable 
or nonacceptable, but rather to find 
out how women intend to handle 
these aspects of their jobs. The res­
pondents felt that all candidates 
realize overtime and travel are part 
of public accounting that most can­
didates, both male and female, are 
not sure of the impact of overtime 
and travel on their personal lives. 
Several accounting recruiters felt 
that men, especially married men, 
had as many problems with overtime 
and travel as women did, but the 
maturity of the individuals and their 
spouses were a more significant fac­
tor in dealing with these areas. Most 
felt single women have no more 
problems with overtime and travel 
than single men, and that married 
people in general experience more 
difficulty with overtime, travel and 
relocation than single people. 
Despite the fact that relocation is 
generally not a problem until the 
firms’ management level is reached, 
most recruiters felt that women still 
have considerable problems with 
relocation since they generally defer 
to their husband’s career. These 
results were generally consistent 
with those of the Michigan study.
No consistent answers were 
received when the accounting 
recruiters were asked to discuss 
areas of concern that women inquire 
about more frequently than men. 
One interesting comment made by 
respondents was that women show a 
tremendous amount of concern 
about equality, such as asking if they 
would be treated equally, will their 
advancement be limited because 
they are women, will they be 
assigned equally to jobs, and how 
women have fared in a particular of­
fice. The recruiters felt these were 
fair questions as long as the woman 
is genuinely concerned and is not 
using sex as a basis for seeking 
preferential treatment. Several 
recruiters replied that women inquire 
more frequently about training pro­
grams, overtime, travel, and the im­
pact which these might have on their 
personal lives. Also, it was generally 
agreed that women asked more 
detailed questions. Again, these 
results are in direct contrast with the 
Michigan study which found that 
women ‘‘often fail to research career 
progression in any organization” 
and ‘‘women interviewees only rarely 
asked about the potential problem of 
discrimination in advancement and 
in interpersonal relations.”
The accounting recruiters were 
asked if they found any significant 
difference between men and women 
in the area of nonverbal communica­
tion (i.e., nervous habits, body 
language). Most reported that 
women have better verbal and com­
munications skills and dress more 
appropriately for the interview than 
men do—results which concur with 
the Michigan study; however, that 
study reported that ‘‘women were 
more nervous and sometimes less 
confident”, while the present study 
found them to be more poised and 
articulate.
Women realize they must be 
career-oriented and able to fit 
into the existing environment
Comparison of Results with 
the Michigan Study.
This study’s conclusions on sev­
eral key areas of concern to women 
job applicants are in direct contrast 
with the Michigan study’s conclu­
sions. For example, the Michigan 
study observed that women tend to 
‘‘think of first jobs rather than career 
paths”, while in our study the 
recruiters felt women were clearly 
career oriented. However, in concur­
rence with the Michigan study, our 
results show that women’s career 
planning horizons tend to be shorter 
than men's. Also, the Michigan study 
observed that women were unaware 
of the potential problems of dis­
crimination in job advancement and 
interpersonal relations while in our 
study women applicants were taking 
a very direct approach in inquiring 
about these items during their inter­
views with large CPA firms. Another 
finding of the Michigan study was 
that marital status played a crucial 
role in some areas of the career deci­
sion but not in others. Relocation 
was found to have the most impact 
on the career decision with travel 
having some impact, but overtime 
did not present much of a problem. In 
this study married women as well as 
married men had problems with 
overtime and travel much more so 
than single persons, while marital 
status did appear to affect career 
decisions.
An explanation of these 
differences may be found in the rela­
tive ‘‘closeness’ of the community in 
which accounting job applicants ex­
ist, due to similarity in their chosen 
career paths as compared to the 
diversity of college majors repre­
sented by the recruiters in the 
Michigan study. Also, the fact that 
accounting is identifiable as a pro­
fession helps to consolidate the ac­
counting majors’ energies in seek­
ing information which would 
enhance their chances of achieving 
professional status. Thus, women 
accounting students are probably 
better able to ‘‘tune in” on the perti­
nent aspects of job interviewing 
through the experiences of their 
peers, who are also involved in the 
recruiting process.
Accounting-Oriented Results
With many women returning to 
school after several years’ absence 
from the job market, the question 
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was asked whether age is more of a 
factor for women than men. Several 
recruiters felt that women with heavy 
family responsibilities shied away 
from the large accounting firms 
because they were aware of the po­
tential conflicts between family de­
mands and the demands of a posi­
tion in public accounting. However, 
each recruiter emphatically stated 
that the presence of young children 
at home would not prevent a woman 
from obtaining a position with their 
firm or advancing within the 
organization. (The Michigan study 
did not ask a parallel age question.)
Women show a tremendous 
amount of concern about 
equality
The initial contact with each ac­
counting firm recruiter included a 
mail questionnaire which asked the 
respondent to rank the relative im­
portance of fifteen personal charac­
teristics which were developed from 
the University of Michigan study. 
(The list of characteristics appears 
in the first column of Table I.) 
Specifically, the recruiter was asked 
to rank the importance of these 
characteristics for all students seek­
ing entry level accounting positions 
in campus interviews as well as in 
the follow-up office interviews. While 
the mail questionnaire related to ap­
plicants in general, a second ques­
tionnaire completed at the start of 
the interview asked the recruiter to 
rank the five characteristics from the 
original list which were felt to be 
most important in evaluating a 
woman applicant after both inter­
views. These post-interview evalua­
tions were compared to a similar list­
ing from the Michigan study. The 
comparison of the replies to the mail 
questionnaire with those received to 
the office questionnaire and the 
Michigan study appear in Table I.
At first glance, the five most impor­
tant post-interview evaluation 
characteristics identified in this 
study and the Michigan study appear 
to be divergent (See columns 3 and 4 
in Table I.); however, closer ex­
amination reveals that there may be 
an explanation for the differences. 
For example, the accounting appli­
cant’s Self-confidence/assertive- 
ness (No. 3) is probably difficult to 
distinguish from the Aggressive- 
ness/motivation characteristic (No. 
9) selected in the Michigan Study. 
Also, the Accounting G.P.A. (No. 1) 
may be just a more specific quantita­
tive expression of Analytical Skills 
(No. 15).
The accounting recruiters were 
asked how they perceived the 
acceptability of women staff mem­
bers by their clients. Most recruiters 
said their firms had anticipated com­
plaints and adverse reactions when 
women were first assigned to clients, 
especially on out of town jobs; 
however, most firms reported that 
they have actually encountered very 
little resistance to the assignment of 
women staff members. The firms that 
experienced client problems have 
never removed a woman from an 
engagement for that reason. In fact, 
acceptance of women by clients is 
regarded as excellent, especially in 
publicly held corporations. Some 
small or closely held corporations 
have been a little more vocal in op­
position to women staff members, 
but the accounting firms have sup­
ported the women and it appears 
that no serious confrontations have 
occurred in this respect. A couple of 
recruiters reported that women man­
agers and partners still lacked some 
client acceptance, but this was 
rapidly disappearing. Two other 
recruiters perceived that women had 
an advantage over men in that they 
seemed to establish a rapport more 
quickly with the client than men do. 
Both felt that if a woman is intelligent 
and has a professional bearing she 
will experience less resistance than 
a man.
TABLE I
Ranking of Personal Characteristics
Accounting Firm Rankings Post-interview evaluation of
of all applicants women applicants
Univ. of Michigan
Campus Office Accounting Busi- 
ness/Government
Personal Characteristics Interviews Interviews Firms Representatives
Accounting G.P.A. 1 6 5
Overall G.P.A. 2 7
Self-confidence/assertiveness 3 1 1
Interpersonal skills 4 3 3 5
Intelligence 5 5 4 2
Involvement in professionally 
oriented outside activities 6 11
Involvement in social or campus ac­
tivities 7 12 2
Accounting related worn ex­
perience 8 8
Aggressiveness/motiva­
tion/ambition 9 2 3
Verbal skills 10 4 1
Non-accounting work experience 11 13
Knowledge of the firm in particular 




Analytical skills 15 10
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Professional women’s 
associations are seen as a 
good way for women to find 
role models as well as for 
developing leadership skills
The final question asked what ad­
vice the recruiter would give to the 
woman accounting student prepar­
ing to enter the job market on how 
she can enhance herself and her in­
terview skills and how to suc­
cessfully compete for public ac­
counting positions. There were many 
diverse answers to this question but 
several common items appeared. For 
example, accounting grades are im­
portant and every effort should be 
made to keep grades as high as 
possible; however, the student 
should not completely bury herself in 
accounting. Involvement in extracur­
ricular activities, especially in a 
leadership position, and accounting 
related work experience are also im­
portant. These are all tangible evi­
dence of intelligence and ability. As 
far as personal characteristics are 
concerned, knowing yourself, your 
goals, and having the self-confi­
dence and ability to describe them to 
someone else was stated by almost 
every recruiter. The development of 
an operating style, a presence or an 
air of bearing, is considered impor­
tant as long as the style fits the in­
dividual and her personality. Being 
honest, being able to express your­
self, and showing some ambition 
and motivation are also important. 
One recruiter felt women need to ex­
amine their ability to be assertive, to 
communicate to others their right to 
make reasonable requests and to be 
themselves without making excuses. 
He felt this is far more important than 
being aggressive, which is often 
viewed in the negative sense, 
especially when women are con­
cerned.
Finally, the opportunity was given 
to each recruiter to add any 
miscellaneous comments or conclu­
sions. All recruiters felt women per­
form as well as men in public ac­
counting. Several of them pointed 
out the critical need for an increase 
in role models for women while some 
of the recruiters felt women 
generally try to impress with their in­
tellectual ability when leadership 
skills are just as important, if not 
more so. Professional women’s as­
sociations are seen as a good way 
for women to find role models as well 
as for developing leadership skills. 
Once a woman’s confidence and 
ability level has been raised 
however, she should not be afraid to 
break into male dominated societies 
and clubs. Finally, the recruiters 
stressed that if the applicant 
assumes that she will receive fair 
treatment, has a professional at­
titude and bearing to show that fair 
treatment is deserved, then she will 
no doubt receive fair treatment.
Conclusion
Interviewing is a two-way street. 
Give and take is required on both 
sides. CPA firm recruiters should en­
courage women applicants in their 
interviewing while women appli­
cants must become more insightful 
of the interviewing process. 
Recruiters seeking qualified person­
nel interested in a career in account­
ing should advise applicants to arm 
themselves with technical ability, put 
on their best smile, believe in them­
selves, and treat recruiters as 
friends. Women job applicants 
should take this advice seriously, Ω
NOTE
The socialization process is defined as the 
process individuals experience in learning 
the roles society has established for them (i.e. 
male roles, female roles, etc.).
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